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Slicing the Political Cake
By DENNIS HEFFLEy
Connecticut  politics  poses  a  para-
dox.  Among  the  state’s  active  reg-
istered  voters,  Democrats  out-
number  Republicans  3-to-2.      yet 
Democratic  candidates  for  Governor 
have fared poorly in recent elections.   
In  1998,  incumbent  Governor  John 
Rowland  carried  the  vote  against 
Democrat Barbara Kennelly in 160 of 
Connecticut’s  169  towns.    In  2002, 
even amid swirling stories of political 
cronyism  and  corruption  that  would 
ultimately force him to step down two 
years later, Rowland again won hand-
ily, outpolling Democrat Bill Curry in 
136 towns.  
	 So	why	have	Democrats	taken	such	
a	beating,	even	when	their	opponent	
has	 been	 tarred	 and	 scarred	 and	 the	
GOP	has	fewer	active	registered	voters?	 	
Have	Democratic	candidates	been	that	
weak?	 	 Have	 Republican	 candidates	
been	 that	 strong?	 	 Do	 Connecticut	
voters	forget	or	ignore	their	political	
affiliation	in	the	voting	booth?		Some	
statistical	 slicing	 helps	 to	 understand	
Connecticut’s	political	paradox.		
	 The	 simple	 explanation	 is	 the	
state’s	large	bloc	of	independent	vot-
ers.	 	 In	 2005,	 among	 Connecticut’s	












especially	 more	 populous	 ones,	 may	
again	play	a	big	role	in	the	upcoming	
contest	between	incumbent	Governor	













	 A	 basic	 problem	 here	 is	 that	 so	
many	 factors	 besides	 party	 affiliation	
potentially	matter:	geographic	orienta-
tion	or	allegiance;	measures	of	income	
or	 wealth;	 education;	 gender;	 race;	
age;	and	perceptions	about	how	well	
the	 incumbent	 has	 “delivered”	 (local	
crime	rate,	tax	burden,	municipal	aid,	
employment	conditions,	etc.),	relative	
to	 the	 challenger’s	 expected	 perfor-
mance.			
	 An	 even	 bigger	 problem	 in	 dis-
secting	voter	behavior	is	ballot	secre-
The tools of economics   
and statistics can help us 
measure and decipher 




            Statistically                      Estimated      
     Town Characteristics    Significant?  Minimum     Maximum  Average         Coefficient      
% Registered Republican            yes             4.9         56.9            26.7            0.781           
% Registered Independent            yes           25.2         58.5            44.2            0.370   
Distance from New York               no           31.0          160.0        104.8           -0.027             
Distance from Waterbury            yes             0.0         82.0            39.2           -0.164                
Distance from Hartford              no             0.0         82.0            34.6           -0.025             
Per Capita Income ($1000s)             no           13.4         82.0            30.8            0.026     
% BA Degree+                 no           10.2         74.4            33.7           -0.042             
% Female                   no           39.3         55.2            50.9           -0.389             
% White                  yes           27.7         98.7            91.7            0.152          
Median Age                  yes           22.0         47.2            39.0           -0.298         
Crime Rate (Crimes per 1000)           no             2.9         92.6                17.8           -0.059             
Equalized Mill Rate               no             6.2         35.2            17.2            0.016              
Per Capita State Aid ($100s)            yes             0.5         18.8                5.5           -0.679                
Unemployment Rate              yes             1.2             8.8                3.7            2.134          
















able	 from	 the	 Connecticut	 Secretary	









who	 pulled	 the	 lever	 for	 Republican	
candidate	John	Rowland	in	the	2002	










variables	 in	 the	 table,	 together	 they	 	
account	for	about	81%	of	this	varia-
tion.	
	 Each	 coefficient	 gives	 the	 esti-










	 First,	 party	 affiliation	 certainly	
mattered.	 	 Each	 additional	 1%	 of	
a	 town’s	 registered	 voters	 who	 were	
avowed	Republicans	tended	to	boost	
the	Republican	vote	share	by	about	0.8	
percentage	 points.	 	 But	 unaffiliated	




to	 the	 Republican	 vote	 share.	 	 [A	
similar	 analysis	 shows	 that	 each	 1%	
increment	in	the	independents’	share	






	 A	 town’s	 location	 also	 affected	
how	its	residents	voted.	Towns	nearer	
Rowland’s	 hometown	 of	 Waterbury	
were	more	likely	to	support	him,	but	 	 	
this	 strong	 “Waterbury	 effect”	 also	
decayed	 rather	 rapidly	 with	 distance	
from	“The	Brass	City.”		Neither	dis-






	 Of	 the	 socioeconomic	 variables	
drawn	 from	 the	 2000	 Census,	 only	
percent	 white	 and	 median	 age	 were	





economic	 differences,	 towns	 with	 a	
higher	proportion	of	whites	were	more	
likely	to	vote	Republican,	while	towns	
Each 1% increment 
in the share 
of independents 
among registered voters 
added nearly 
0.4 percentage points 









significantly	 after	 controlling	 for	 the	
other	factors.	This	could	reflect	the	fact	
that	they	are	highly	correlated	(0.86),	





	 A	 final	 set	 of	 explanatory	 vari-
ables	 was	 meant	 to	 control	 for	 local	
conditions	that	might	affect	residents’	
perceptions	 of	 how	 well	 the	 town	
was	being	served	by	government	and,	
hence,	their	willingness	to	return	the	
incumbent	 Republican	 Governor	 to	







FROSTING ON THE WALL
	 Using	 the	 2002	 data	 for	 each	
town,	the	estimated	model	yielded	a	





with	 an	 unexpectedly	 large	 or	 small	








the	 diagonal	 line,	 where	 the	 actual	
vote	share	equals	the	predicted	value.	 	
Towns	with	points	above	the	line	voted	
more	 heavily	 Republican	 than	 the	
model	 predicts,	 based	 on	 the	 town’s	



















values,	 were	 rural	 Chaplin	 (42.7%	
vs.	 54.0%)	 and	 Canaan	 (53.3%	 vs.	
62.6%).
NOT A PIECE OF CAKE
	 Politics	is	a	fickle	game.		It’s	dif-
ficult	 to	 use	 models	 based	 on	 past	
elections	 to	 accurately	 forecast	 out-
comes.	 	 Factors	 that	 were	 important	
in	 previous	 Connecticut	 elections	
will	probably	continue	to	play	a	role.	 	
Important	variables	in	2002	included	
voter	 registration	 patterns,	 especially	
the	presence	of	a	large	group	of	inde-
pendents;	 geographic	 connections	 to	
particular	 candidates;	 race;	 age;	 state	
aid;	and	unemployment	rates.		But	the	
2006	 gubernatorial	 race	 differs	 from	
the	2002	race	in	a	fundamental	way	
that	 cannot	 be	 easily	 quantified:	 we	
have	two	new	candidates,	Jodi	Rell	and	
John	DeStefano.
It’s difficult to use 


















































Predicted Republican Vote Share (%)
Source: Developed by The Connecticut Economy, based on data from the Connecticut Secretary of the State, the Office of Policy and  
Management, the Connecticut Department of Public Safety, and the U.S. Bureau of the Census.